VENEZUELA 

Confinuismo v. Change 

By day, Caracas resembles a collage 
of advertising posters. At night its pla- 
zas glitter and bustle with popular ral- 
lies. Next Sunday is election day, and 
Venezuelans are enjoying the campaign 
with the enthusiasm of a people lib- 
erated from dictatorial rule only ten 
years ago. No fewer than 28 parties 
are competing for congressional seats, 
and have festooned the capital with ti- 
gers, roosters, flying saucers and other 
party symbols. In one square, the chief 
opposition presidential candidate, Rafael 
Caldera, head of the Social Christian 
Party, has a huge calendar ticking off 
the days until el cambio, “the change.” 
In riposte, the governing Action De- 
mocrdtica party is flying two calendars 
charting the days “until the fourth de- 
feat” — a reference to Caldera’s three Un- 
successful tries for the presidency. 

Outgoing President Raul Leoni has 
cut so many ribbons inaugurating pub- 
lic works during the campaign that op- 
ponents claim he keeps a pair of scis- 
sors in his pocket. Leoni cannot con- 
stitutionally succeed himself, but his ap- 
pearances aid Action Democratica’ s 
candidate. He is Gonzalo Barrios, 65, 
an adroit and tough politician who, as In- 
terior Minister, put down Venezuela’s 
Castroite rebels. 

Generation Gap. Barrios can use all 
the help he can get. During Action De- 
mocrdtica’s ten years in power, it has fis- 
sioned three times, in each instance los- 
ing some of its younger and more rad- 
ical supporters and some momentum 
for reform. Hoping to charge through 
that generation gap is Caldera, 52, a tal- 
ented lawyer who has been trying for 
the presidency since 1947, and now 
has assembled the country’s smoothest- 
functioning political machine. Also in 
the running are four splinter candidates, 
most notably Action Democratica Dis- 
sident Luis Beltran Prieto and Miguel 
Angel Burelli, who has the support of 
three minor opposition parties. 

The election turns largely on Caldera’s 
cry for change and for more activist gov- 
ernment as against Action Democra- 
tica’s slogan of continuismo, or more 
of the same. Undeniably, Venezuelans 


have never had it so good. During ten 
years in power. Action Democratica 
has poured the country’s ample oil rev- 
enues into schools, highways and pub- 
lic works. The economy is growing at 
an annual rate of 5.1%, and the ben- 
efits have spread through much of the 
population. Venezuela’s per capita in- 
come, $745 a year, is the highest in 
Latin America. Unemployment is down 
to less than 7%, and the bolivar is one 
of the world’s strongest currencies. 

Whoever wins is unlikely to tinker 
drastically with such success. No less en- 
couraging is the fact that the election 
has not been marred by riots, as in 1958, 
or terrorism, as in 1963. On a con- 
tinent where military dictatorships are 
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more the rule than the exception, Ven- 
ezuela’s military leaders took the un- 
usual step of publicly promising to “re- 
spect and enforce respect for the ver- 
dict that emerges from the election.” 
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